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Learning to Live from Mr. Emmett
Mississippi centenarian proves the power of a faith-filled life 

by Jennifer Merri Parker

The year I turned 35, as my busy life grew even more cluttered with unresolved projects, social responsibilities, and travel, I had an opportunity to stop and appreciate the grace that led me to be who I am, where I am, at this moment.

As a Christian woman of African American descent, rural Southern heritage, Ivy-league education, exciting work and life experience, certain gifts for communicating and relating to others, and a firm foundation of faith and fundamental ethics, I find myself at home (more or less) in a Calvinist milieu, far north of the place where my roots are. I am an aging Gen-Xer, Reformed in spirit and restless because of the marks I haven’t yet made in the world, all I haven’t yet accomplished for God’s kingdom, all those spiritual and creative gifts that I haven’t yet explored, and all the people with whom I haven’t yet connected in places where I haven’t yet lived.

But how to make a living and where to live are easy puzzles when compared to the question of how to live. And when I wasn’t even looking for an answer, I stumbled on a perspective that I’ve been taking for granted far too long.

This year my grandfather, Emmett Lenoir Sr., turned 100 years old. My mother’s father has spent most of his life in Mississippi, never traveling far from his home in West Point, where I myself grew up. I’m afraid Granddaddy thinks of me as something of a gadabout and doesn’t understand why I live so far away from "home" or why I always seem to be moving from state to state instead of settling down. For a long time I thought his view of the world so provincial and old-fashioned that there was no use trying to explain my life to him—after all, his experience was so different from mine, it hardly seemed relevant to my very 21st-century existence. We talked lots when I was a child, but between getting my education and pursuing a career, I haven’t taken time to sit down and really converse with him at length for years. I’ve gone to see him, but until recently I haven’t really seen him.

A Birthday Party
Collaborating by e-mail, we grandchildren decided to put together a big centennial celebration in February to honor Granddaddy, and we invited relatives and others to participate. By inviting people outside the family to come and share their memories and impressions of "Mr. Emmett," I learned a lot that I didn’t know about this man to whom I’d been so close all my life. 

[image: image2.png]5 ,{‘»Who betterto .

/ witness o the
grace.and
\providence of 4
-

* God over time
than someone

who has seen

decades of it?




Geographically close, at least—of all of my cousins, I was the only one privileged to grow up just a short walk down a gravel road from my grandparents. I could see their house and barn across the fields from my house. I could hear Granddaddy calling his cows in the evenings. I could walk over on a spring morning and watch him milk them, sometimes squirting a little of the warm, foamy milk into a pan for a new litter of kittens that had been born under the trough in the calf-fold. I walked to the pond with my grandmother, laden with bamboo fishing poles and coffee cans full of worms, to fish for bream and perch from the levee. I gathered eggs from my grandparents’ henhouse, picked up peaches and pecans from their trees, sat and talked with them on their porch, and "helped" around their farm. But in those days I didn’t know they would not always be there. 

I loved my grandparents, but I never thought of them as the national treasures that they are—people who had lived through a past I could never begin to understand as they did, who had known a world without so many of the conveniences and freedoms of mine and seen the advent of inventions and opportunities that I completely took for granted. Who better to witness to the grace and providence of God over time than someone who has seen decades of it?

But when our family rented out the Old Waverly Golf Club banquet hall and brought together five generations of family from north, south, east and west, along with the mayor of West Point and a state senator bearing greetings from the governor of Mississippi, I learned much about my grandfather that was new. I saw him through other people’s eyes and was amazed and humbled by how much I hadn’t seen before.

One after another, people from my hometown shared memories of the man I call Granddaddy. A local pastor (I went to school with his daughter) told how, as a boy, he often saw my grandfather walking in town and mistook him for a rich man because he was always so neat and well dressed. The mayor spoke of what a conscientious and godly life my grandfather had lived, and he joked that he hoped Mr. Emmett would put in a good word for him in heaven. My sister presented Granddaddy—who had never gone to college—with a commendation from the president of 

Tuskegee Institute, a traditionally black university known for its agricultural-science program. The senator read a respectful letter from the governor, and many others told personal stories.

New Old Stories
An elderly white man, Louis Randle (his wife was my third-grade teacher), described himself as an old friend of my grandfather’s and told us about how they had met back in the ’40s. He related how my grandfather took out a government loan with a 30-year term in order to buy 100 acres of land to farm. Mr. Randle spoke with admiration about how Mr. Emmett lived frugally and worked hard, along with his whole family, to plant, harvest, and sell his crops, faithfully making payments on the note until he paid it off in only five years.

Later, Mr. Randle said, a committee of bankers and local businessmen and farmers who helped the town bank make loan-application decisions, recognizing Mr. Emmett’s integrity and business sense, asked him to join the committee as its first and only black member. 
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Mr. Randle said, "I can’t count the number of times Mr. Emmett would speak up for someone applying for a loan and say, ‘I know them—they’ve had sickness in their family—we should give them the loan,’ or ‘Yes, I know that man. He’s had some hard times, but he’d do all right with some help.’ And we would listen to him." 

I knew about my grandfather and his land but had never heard about the committee. In a time when the American South was still sharply segregated and most blacks had hardly any political or economic power, my grandfather sat with Southern white men on a council of financial decision makers and had influence in our town. He was known for his fairness, his compassion, his honesty, his intelligence, the dignity of his bearing—and people listened to him. I sat taller in my seat hearing these and other stories. 

I learned that my grandfather was called to testify in a court case once and found himself in the precarious position of having to contradict the testimony of a man accused of the theft of another man’s cow—a serious offense in a farm community. When my grandfather identified the man as the thief, the defense attorney tried to intimidate him with the loaded question, "Are you calling that white man a liar?"

My grandfather replied simply, "He stole the cow."

The thief was convicted, largely because my grandfather refused to back down from the truth, even when his own safety was threatened.


And Ella Lenoir (an elderly cousin I’d never met before) from Huntsville, Ala., told us, "Mr. Emmett was the first black man I ever saw work at the election polls—he was always respected in both the black and white community." I’d never thought of my grandfather as an activist or a hero, but in his quiet, earnest way, he was. 

Even as a family man—my family’s man—I had never considered how others might look at him. A middle-aged lawyer, Mr. Darby (who used to work with my father), stood and said, "Mr. Emmett has a way of disciplining you without getting rude or saying a harsh word. He noticed me walking with my wife once, and she was carrying a bag of groceries. So Mr. Emmett came up to me and said, ‘You know, when a man has a good wife, he doesn’t mind working and doing for her and helping out in every way he can.’

"I saw what he meant, so I turned to my wife and said, ‘Honey, let me take your bag,’" Mr. Darby said.
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My mother, Elsie, now 70, recalled some incidents I’d never heard before. For instance, she said that when she got to be old enough to date, her father’s words to her were, "Just be a lady and I’ll die for you. And don’t ever even talk to a man who will raise his hand to strike you." 

She recounted another episode of down-home gallantry. "Once a man wanted me to come baby-sit in his home, but my daddy wouldn’t allow it," she said. "He told the man, ‘I don’t let my girls baby-sit because if anything happened to them I don’t know what I’d do.’ And people knew that my daddy could shoot—he was a hunter and could shoot a flying quail." 

My grandfather had a lot to say about the meaning of manhood and the importance of work. Several people recalled maxims he had coined and repeated over the years. Granddaddy used to say, "A man who won’t take care of his children isn’t fit to live. He’s not a man" and "A man who has a patch on the back of his overalls sits down too much" and "A man should wear out and not rust out. If I had a lazy bone in my body I’d cut it out and throw it in the creek."

He also had a lot to say about marriage. Granddaddy has been married for a total of 78 years, 61 to my grandmother, Jenny Mae, who died in 1984; and 17 years to my step-grandmother, Bessie, a minister in the African Methodist Episcopal Church. (At one time Granddaddy didn’t believe in women preachers, but at 82 he proved he wasn’t too old to keep an open mind.) Every time I come home to visit, his favorite topic of conversation seems to be marriage and spousal relationships—I suspect one of the secrets of his longevity is that he is waiting to see the last of his single granddaughters wed. He tells me that one of the most important things you can do in this life is to raise a good Christian family and teach them about Jesus. "I did the best I could for my children," he says. "I wasn’t satisfied till every one of them was in church."

Granddaddy’s Sermon
When all the reminiscences and commendations ended, at last Granddaddy himself rose and walked steadily to the podium. He does not use a cane, his eyes are not dim, and even the recession of his soft, silver-gray hair seems to have halted before time—he has hardly changed in the past 20 years. His voice, when he spoke, was full of the same quiet strength and jovial gentleness I’d grown up with. 

"It’s a lot of people have come from a long ways," he said. "Maybe you all came to see a man 100 years old. It don’t look so long to me, but when I count it up, it’s pretty long. 

"Old age is the happiest time in life. Today I’m just as happy as I was in my teens. I didn’t ever want to die young. I don’t mind saying I’m 100 years old! Some folks say they don’t want to die and they don’t want to get old. You got to do one or the other."


He put his hands in his suit-coat pockets and settled back on his heels in that way that let you know he’d be talking for a while. "The Bible says honor thy father and thy mother and God’ll give you long life," he said. "Obedience is better than sacrifice. You do what God says, and he’ll hear your prayers."

My brother Joseph, another A.M.E. minister, says that Granddaddy preaches every time he gets up to speak. This day was no exception. Granddaddy went on to compare life in the world—without Christ as an anchor—to a battering storm, not unlike the torrential winds that blasted a hole through his barn loft one recent winter. He admonished everyone to train their children to love God from infancy, as he did with his own family. "If a storm had blown them away, they’d have been lost," he said. "So come in the ark early." 

So many gathered in that room loved and respected this kindly, godly man, and for the first time I saw the deep love of neighbor in him that prompted their feelings. "I always told my children, you’re just as good as anybody else, but you’re no better. I never saw an ugly person," he said. "God didn’t make ugly. Sometimes a beautiful person does ugly things, things that make you want to hate. But I always say, ‘If God can love you, I can too.’

"If you let Christ in, he’ll fill you with so much love, till you can’t hate anybody. He’ll clean you up and change your mind till you can’t do nothing but love. So let him on in there. When you got love, you got something."

I left the birthday party resolved to make time to sit with my grandfather again, soon and at length, to hear what he has to say. Emmett Lenoir Sr. has outlived three of his six children, as well as a number of his grandchildren and great-grandchildren. In many ways I think he is outliving me now. That’s because, of all the people I have met, my grandfather has let God teach him how to live richly, obediently, abundantly, and contentedly. When I compare my life to his, I realize that I have much to learn. And after [image: image5.jpg]


100 years, he has plenty to teach me.                                        
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